
Research shows the need for both meaningful student 
participation in decision-making and strong, unbiased 
enforcement. Best practices do exist and are 
appreciated by both students and teachers, but they 
are implemented inconsistently across Malaysian 
public schools. Transparency remains key for two 
purposes—firstly, to hold power accountable so that 
students and whistleblowers can feel safe and trust 
that violations will not occur and recur, and secondly, 
to ensure that the issues and ongoing challenges 
(including study findings, and resource allocations and 
audits) are easily accessible within the public domain 
and can be subjected to public scrutiny.

This policy brief offers policy alternatives and policy 
recommendations for consideration, and should be 
implemented to complement the broader Malaysian 
educational goals. These recommendations are as 
follows:
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• Improve pre-service and in-service training, 
and integrate bias training into teacher 
certification.

• Establish multi-disciplinary teams within 
schools, and include the Public Ombudsman as 
a recognised independent expert to address 
some of the more severe issues of bullying, 
sexual harassment and sexual assault.

• Raise awareness and reinforce gender 
sensitivity training so that harmful cultures 
and discriminatory practices can be 
effectively eradicated.

• Empower students to be active proponents of 
inclusivity and to be able to conduct policy 
dialogues with school authorities to ensure 
safe and inclusive learning environments.
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• Establish an enforcement-capable Public 
Ombudsman in schools. A Public Ombudsman 
must be able to provide independent 
whistleblower protection, investigate cases of 
misconduct either by report or by its own 
initiative, and take disciplinary, punitive, 
restorative or even legal action against 
officers. The Public Ombudsman must be 
staffed by counsellors, child rights legal 
experts, social case workers and vetted 
community members. It must be able to 
monitor each school directly and serve as an 
independent ally to assist students in 
reporting alleged crimes directly to the police 
and/or the Malaysian Anti-Corruption 
Commission (MACC). The Public Ombudsman 
has the key benefit of being able to facilitate 
investigations (into misconduct or legal 
matters) to be conducted by independent 
experts. The Public Ombudsman must be a 
Constitutional body outside the Executive 
Branch of the government, instead of within it. 
It should have transparent, regular reports of 
its actions, be subjected to strict deadlines to 
conclude investigations (to ensure severe 
cases do not languish), be able to enforce 
decisions on actions to be taken resulting 
from investigations, and be audited by a body 
outside of the government.

• Establish clear, non-arbitrary standard 
operating procedures (SOPs): The SOPs 
should be considered a living code of ethics, 
regularly reviewed and accompanied with 
step-by-step actions for implementation and 
enforcement. Certification for the 
comprehension of SOPs should be required for 
educators and education service officers, and 
they should be bound for vicarious liability if 
violations are not promptly and fully 
reported.

• Make detailed background checks mandatory 
during the hiring process of teachers, sports 
coaches, volunteers, teaching assistants, 
guards, canteen workers and others, to 
reduce outright racist, judgmental and bad 
behavioural tendencies towards children.

• Decentralise power and decision-making 
within local multistakeholder and 
multi-disciplinary teams, in order to prioritise 
student-centric approaches and substantive 
student involvement. Decision-making power 
should be transferred to the district and 
school levels without reinforcing power 
hierarchies.

• Ensure transparency in MOE study findings 
and in the reporting of bullying, sexual 
harassment and sexual assault. This 
transparency is essential in order to increase 
public trust, lay the foundation for 
conversations, and encourage the political 
will to address the issues effectively. Studies 
by the MOE must adopt a rigorous research 
methodology and be clearly articulated in the 
report so that it can be critically reviewed and 
interrogated  by external parties.

• Establish independent, wide-ranging 
whistleblower protection. Students, teachers 
and parents who report educator misconduct 
must be heard, accepted and provided with 
critical physical protection and 
mental-emotional support by qualified 
independent external parties.

• Mainstream and standardise best practices in 
all schools. The extent to which students get 
to enjoy safer and more inclusive learning 
environments should not be 
personality-driven, but quality-driven. This 
leads to the issue of funding for public 
schools, along with the need to conduct a 
mandatory resource audit to determine 
minimum staffing ratios, comprehensive 
teacher training costs (including for 
dedicated time allowance and ongoing 
gender sensitivity training), infrastructure 
investments, and costs for the 
implementation of all best practices 
systematically with consistency.

Finally, integral to all of the policy alternatives and 
recommendations is the need to be centred around the 
needs, lived experiences and feedback of students. In 
addition to adopting a policy on requiring student-centric 
pedagogical approaches, a student-centred collaborative 
approach should also be adopted in identifying 
stakeholders whom students trust to advocate for their 
rights. Students should be able to choose who sits at 
the table with them for cases of bullying, sexual 
harassment and sexual assault. For criminal cases, the 
inclusion of legally-trained professionals should be 
mandatory, but even so, the choice of who sits at the 
table should remain with the student. The necessary 
time should be provided to the affected student(s) to 
speak with, and feel sufficiently comfortable with, the 
different stakeholders. Accountability must be upheld 
if students’ input is ignored, and students, in particular, 
should have veto power over decisions that can affect 
them negatively or add more harm.
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reflective of the following behaviours, students who 
feel unsafe may, in particular, present themselves as 
very timid and/or compliant, or may even be perceived 
as deliberately disruptive. Some students may be less 
vocal or may practise self-isolation, and so tend to 
prefer to work individually rather than in a group or as 
part of a pair. Moreover, an unsafe learning environment 
is not limited to physical security issues. Some students 
who are very expressive, effeminate or opinionated 
may face biases and prejudices, which will make them 
feel unsafe. Numerous research reveal a number of 
factors that threaten students’ safety and influence 
whether or not they feel included in their learning 
environments.4 These factors are:

It is crucial for educators and education service officers 
to recognise and address signs, behaviours and attitudes 
that reflect biases and prejudices, as this helps create 
a safe and inclusive learning environment. If left 
unchecked, certain biases and prejudices may be 
normalised and lead to a “negative or exclusionary 
mindset”.5 Without any doubt, there can be no safety 
for students without inclusivity as a core element of 
the pedagogical design, and this must be a key 
consideration as well in the development of policies, 
programmes and laws that affect students. That is why 
this policy brief highlights key challenges and 
corresponding policy recommendations in establishing 
safe and inclusive learning environments in Malaysian 
public schools, paying special attention to the root 
causes as to why students feel unsafe in schools.

• Bullying by teachers and peers (including 
physical, verbal, non-verbal and cyberbullying; 
resulting in isolation, alienation, targeting, 
ostracisation, etc.)

• Sexual harassment and assault
• Unfair punishment
• Teacher misconduct
• Poor teacher-student relationships
• Discrimination and prejudice, including 

pedagogical approaches that discriminate
• Exclusion or isolation
• High academic pressure
• Cultural insensitivity
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The understanding of safe and inclusive learning 
environments can vary, depending on whose 
perspective and moral values are dominant. There 
needs to be non-negotiable standards for what helps 
foster and maintain safe, inclusive learning 
environments. What counts as “safe” often depends on 
who defines it. School administrators may prioritise 
orderly classrooms; students may prioritise freedom 
from humiliation; parents may focus on academic 
excellence to secure a better future for their children  
(resulting in academic pressure on them); and 
educators and education service officers may focus on 
workload, the school’s reputation, and examination 
results. While the alignment of educators, education 
service officers, parents and students on this standard 
is crucial to ensuring that public learning environments 
can meet the needs of all students, the competing 
priorities of all parties must be reconciled with student 
well-being as the non-negotiable centre. Safe and 
inclusive learning environments may be best 
understood as the absence of harm in the following 
forms: 

a. Harms resulting from cultural practices, traditions, 
beliefs, and abuses of power and authority 
(including by acting outside of the scope of 
authority) that are imposed upon students. These 
harms often come about through dress code 
enforcement, gender segregation expectations, 
ethnic stereotyping, religious observance 
requirements, hierarchical adherence to traditions 
that silence student voices under the pretext of 

“respect”, or caning justified as “cultural discipline”. 
They can then manifest in public shaming during 
spot-checks for “improper” attire, assumptions 
that certain ethnicities are “naturally” more or less 
academic, and expectations that students must 
silently accept adult authority without question. 

b. Harms caused by ignoring or neglecting students 
with different needs (ranging from physical 
disabilities to different learning and well-being 
needs, including privacy needs), or by dismissing 
these needs altogether; and 

c. Direct or indirect harms caused by poor top-down 
communication models between decision makers 
and practitioners (i.e., educators and education 
service officers), as well as poor top-down 
enforcement by the MOE on its own policies and 
in fulfilling its duties and obligations according to 
the law.

In order to be better able to establish safe and inclusive 
learning environments, the above-mentioned harms 
cannot be justifiable under any circumstances, and 
especially not because of a student’s identity, including 
their self-identification and self-determination. In other 
words, harms must be recognised as harms when 
perpetrated against students, and must be equally 
addressed no matter if the students are perceived as 
“good” or “bad”.

2.0 Defining the Parameters of “Safe and Inclusive Learning Environments”
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3.0 Identified Root Causes
for Students Feeling Unsafe

3.1 Lack of Student-Centric Approaches
and Practices

The “best interest of the child” is a legal principle that 
is often cited to ensure that a child’s safety, 
well-being, and development are prioritised over 
parental rights in decisions like custody, adoption and 
care. It focuses on emotional and physical safety, the 
child’s views, stability and care history. However, in 
practice, the “best interest of the child” in relation to 
educational concerns in Malaysian public schools 
often neglects a key component: the child’s views and 
lived experiences. In establishing safe and inclusive 
learning environments, students’ perspectives, needs 
and lived realities must be considered in the design of 
programmes and initiatives, from the pedagogical 
approaches adopted to the initiatives implemented 
for students’ personal growth and development. This 
means that all policies, programmes and initiatives 
must also be monitored and evaluated based on 
student-centric outcomes, and that student 
involvement and their substantive representation 
must be central in mechanisms of accountability. 
Student-centric approaches require structural 
changes, including student representatives with 
voting power on school disciplinary committees, 
mandatory student feedback in teacher evaluations, 
student-led safety audits of school facilities, and 
complaint mechanisms that do not route through the 
same adults that are being complained about. There 
is a need to instill student-centric values that are not 
premised on the tradition of “we, the adults, know 
best”.

3.2 Lack of Initiatives to Prevent
and Address Prejudices and Biases

While research has shown that there are some 
initiatives to address prevalent prejudices and biases 
in students (albeit inconsistent in their 
implementation), there appears to be a lack of 
initiatives to prevent and address prejudices and 
biases in educators, education service officers, school 
authorities and MOE officials. Initiatives to increase 

understanding of different cultures and traditions, 
and to facilitate exposure to, deeper understanding 
of, and appreciation for socio-economic and universal 
human rights issues, should not only be encouraged 
but made integral to the educational syllabus.

3.3 Abuse of Student Disciplinary Practices

Discipline is an integral part of the education system. 
It refers to a set of rules and regulations designed to 
maintain order, ensure safety and promote learning 
within schools. Discipline is not a goal unto itself. The 
main role of discipline is to ensure that students 
develop self-awareness and self-control, are able to 
decide for themselves and take full responsibility for 
their decisions and actions, develop healthy 
relationships with diverse individuals and groups, 
have the skills to negotiate behaviours (including 
recognising and stopping unwanted behaviours) and 
are able to see a variety of perspectives and 
empathise with others’ points of view, including those 
from diverse backgrounds and cultures. However, 
most educators in Malaysian public schools approach 
discipline as if it is synonymous with punishment. In 
practice, Malaysian school discipline often achieves 
the opposite of its proper role: students learn to avoid 
punishment rather than develop self-control; they 
comply externally while resenting internally; they 
fear and distrust authority, rather than respect it and 
see it as a reliable source of support. Positive 
incentives, inclusive pedagogical teaching methods 
and positive reinforcements are oftentimes sidelined 
or completely abandoned.

While some argue that strict discipline policies are 
necessary for maintaining a productive learning 
environment, others contend that such policies can be 
counterproductive and hinder student development. 
For example, moral policing camouflaged as 
disciplinary action can and has amounted to abuse, 
some of which include the following:



Moral policing enforces a specific, often narrow, 
cultural or social code. It typically manifests as 
actions taken by individuals or groups to impose their 
personal moral standards on others, often through 
coercion, intimidation or public shaming. Moral 
policing invites situations where beliefs and practices 
or traditions become harmful because they are 
imposed upon students, resulting in imposed 
behaviour that is superficial and performative, or 
even externalised behaviour.11 The focus of moral 
policing is on controlling others’ actions, dressing or 
social interactions based on personal beliefs. It often 
involves interference in personal liberty, and 
infringement upon privacy and individual rights. While 
discipline should be constructive and developmental, 
moral policing is restrictive and often punitive. 
Striking a balance between enforcing discipline and 
fostering growth and development requires careful 
consideration from educators, along with the 
necessary training and skill development at all levels.

6

3.4 Lack of Independent Accountability
and Enforcement Mechanisms

The lack of power to ensure accountability, and to 
enforce policy and law, is rooted in the challenges of 
addressing cover-ups by actors within the public 
education sector. Efforts to cover up wrongdoings 
surface especially when whistleblowers come forward. 
Accountability failures manifest in several ways:

• Cover-ups: Schools prioritise reputation over 
student safety. Educators and education 
service officers accused of misconduct are 
quietly transferred rather than investigated. 

• Whistleblower retaliation: Students and 
teachers who report misconduct face 
harassment. 

• Circular complaint mechanisms: A student 
reporting an educator or education service 
officer must go through the school 
administration, who may protect their 
colleague. There is no independent external 
pathway.

• No professional oversight: Unlike doctors 
(Medical Council) or lawyers (Bar Council), 
educators and education service officers have 
no independent professional body with power 
to investigate misconduct and revoke licences.

• The 16 January 2026 case in Tawau, where a 
teacher bullied students by cutting their 
headscarves (tudung). The MOE has 
confirmed the incident.8

• School authorities making up false 
disciplinary action claims against student 
whistleblowers. A High Court injunction has 
confirmed the incident.9

• A teacher who beat a Year 2 student in 
“retaliation” for not being in their seat. No 
criminal charges were filed, but an amount of 
RM85,000 in civil damages against the 
teacher was confirmed by the Court.10
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4.0 Identified Best Practices
in Malaysian Public Schools

KRYSS Network’s research with further feedback 
from the Tiada.Guru Campaign and Pride in Research 
have identified best practices that exist in Malaysian 
public schools to foster safe and inclusive learning 
environments.12 However, these best practices have 
been found to be implemented in an inconsistent 
manner because they are largely individually-driven 
by teachers or by a specific school, and are also 
reliant on good teacher-student relationships. These 
best practices include:

Provision of Accountable and External Independent 
Expertise: This mainly manifested as the 
implementation of anti-bullying campaigns and 
initiatives that go beyond slogans or occasional 
reminders during assemblies. In a school in Sabah, for 
instance, concrete action was taken through the 
placement of police officers, known as Pegawai 
Perhubungan Sekolah, who directly assist in handling 
cases involving student violence. This initiative is 
especially valuable, as some bullying cases extend 
beyond what teachers can manage—not necessarily 
due to a lack of capability, but often because they 
are understaffed or overburdened. This measure 
points to the recognition that teachers should not 
have to play multiple roles requiring different 
skillsets or expertise that may lie beyond their scope 
of work and responsibilities. Additional support 
becomes essential when the expertise lies in other 
professions, such as for addressing mental health 
issues or violent behaviour (e.g., gangsterism among 
students). 

Collaborative Approach to Addressing Issues and 
Managing Students: Anti-bullying policies are 
actively enforced, with the disciplinary unit and 
teachers working together to address cases of 
bullying and sexual harassment. This reflects 
effective collaboration between teaching staff and a 
dedicated unit to tackle serious issues in schools. 
Parents are frequently involved in student concerns, 
including bullying incidents, and are called to the 
school to discuss issues like racism and 
discrimination. However, in practice, next steps have 
proven to be difficult to pin down. Parents and 
teachers could unite to develop activities that benefit 
the students, taking into consideration students’ 
inputs, and students should be encouraged to submit 
proposals to the school administration for relevant 

programmes (see also section 3.1 for student-centric 
approaches).

Clear and Effective Communication Protocols that 
Uphold Integrity and Students’ Privacy and Safety: 
These helped ensure that students feel comfortable 
communicating when they feel unsafe. However, such 
instances were found to be reliant on good 
teacher-student relationships rather than on official 
communication protocols. 

Diversifying Pedagogical Approaches, and 
Educational Materials and Tools, Based on Students’ 
Learning Needs: More attention is likely to be 
required by students with special needs beyond 
teaching styles, including (but not limited to) 
diversified materials or worksheets, and teaching 
assistants to further aid special needs students. 
Whether students with special needs are integrated 
or segregated into a dedicated class would depend 
on the school’s access to resources. Simultaneously, 
there is a need to recognise that teachers should not 
be overburdened with multiple roles when it comes to 
implementing additional aid for special needs 
students. 

Promoting Inclusivity and Advance Appreciation of 
Diversity and Inclusivity: Research participants 
highlighted the celebration of various cultural 
festivals and events as a good practice within their 
school, noting that it provides students with 
opportunities to learn about different cultures and 
beliefs, hence promoting mutual understanding. 
Parents should also be invited to participate in these 
celebrations, in order for there to be a collective 
effort to promote diversity and inclusivity. Schools 
should encourage students to embrace differences 
and to respect one another, such as with sensitivity 
training and interfaith talks to help uphold diversity 
and inclusivity.

Abandoning Corporal Punishment as a Disciplinary 
Measure: There were teachers who observed that 
corporal punishment appeared ineffective in 
addressing problematic behaviour among students, 
and this observation is, in fact, supported by over 50 
years of research.13 It has no positive effects and 
causes severe negative consequences, including 
impaired cognitive development, mental health 
issues (e.g., anxiety and depression), and increased 
aggression. It violates children’s rights to physical 
integrity and dignity, and is ineffective as a 
disciplinary tool, often escalating to abuse.14
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Respecting Students, Their Privacy and Their 
Personal Boundaries, and Ensuring Fully-Informed 
Consent: Violations of students’ right to privacy by 
educators and education service officers are yet to 
be considered disciplinary violations. Although 
students’ mobile phones (considered as their 
personal devices) may be confiscated, educators and 
education service officers should refrain from going 
through the phones, as doing so would be considered 
inappropriate and a violation of students’ right to 
privacy. Schools must adhere to obtaining parental 
consent regarding all matters related to students’ 
exposure, including photography rights in 
accordance with MOE guidelines for parental 
consent. Students’ personal devices should only be 
checked by the police for evidence of criminal 
offences (e.g., violence or threats of violence), and 
only when a police report is filed and the case 
remains an open investigation.15

Peer Mentoring: This involves a person (the mentor) 
supporting someone who has less experience in any 
given area, or who requires guidance and support 
(the mentee).

Supportive Learning Environment: Schools can show 
care for the well-being of students and their families. 
One example given during the KRYSS Network 
research was fundraising efforts in the event that a 
family member of a student or school member passes 
away, or is in need of emergency surgery.

• Specificity over generality: Effective practices 
to respond to actual incidents (e.g., sensitivity 
training after a student is mocked) rather than 
deploying generic messaging that “bullying is 
bad”.

• Action, not just awareness: Student-validated 
practices that create tangible change (e.g., 
perpetrator consequences, victim support, 
policy changes, etc.).

• Active and genuine student participation: 
Practices that incorporate students’ input in a 
genuine manner.

• Teacher buy-in: Practices failed when teachers 
were not genuinely committed to bringing 
about “safer and more inclusive learning 
environments”, regardless of the MOE’s official 
policy.

• Tackle the root of the problem, not the 
symptoms: Programmes tackling underlying 
prejudice (e.g., colourism awareness and racism 
workshops) prevented future incidents while 
purely punitive responses did not.

By comparing student-validated effective practices 
against ineffective ones, the KRYSS Network 
research reveals common success factors:



• Tolerance
• Openness
• Cooperation
• Trust

• Politeness
• Appreciation
• Care for Others

• Fairness
• Trustworthiness
• Rationality

Accepting
Diversity

Managing
Diversity

Respecting
Diversity

To measure the level of unity among teachers and 
students, the Unity Index Measurement Survey was 
introduced in 2014.17 The baseline for this survey was 
derived from a pilot study of the Concept of Unity 
instrument, which studied 136 primary schools as 
well as 175 secondary schools, including 4,467 
teachers and 4,639 students. From this baseline 
study, it was found that unity was at a medium level 
across all ten values (classified according to figure 2 
below). From the findings for students, the highest 
level of unity was on Respecting Diversity, while the 
lowest level was on Accepting Diversity. The findings 
for teachers, on the other hand, indicated that the 
highest level of unity was in the area of Managing 
Diversity, with the lowest level being in the area of 
Accepting Diversity. For both teachers and students, 
Accepting Diversity appears to be a challenge, and 
yet, based on the chart by the MOE (see figure 1), it 
is the essential first step to respecting and managing 
diversity.

To further interrogate the inconsistency in these 
levels of unity among students and teachers, it is 
necessary to get the details of the survey based on 
the ten values (which were not made available with 
the findings released) as the inconsistency suggests 
that the highest level of unity among teachers in the 
area of Managing Diversity may not necessarily be 
about acceptance, but about conformity or 
assimilation. Similarly for students, politeness and 
appreciation under Respecting Diversity need not 
necessarily translate to care for and trust in others 
who are different. 

9
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In 2023, the MOE released a decade-long comparison 
of the results from the Unity Index Measurement 
Survey, conducted between 2014 and 2023.18 The 
results indicated that there was a drop in the Unity 
Index score from 2014 (6.8) to 2018 (5.4), but this has 
then been on an increasing trend from 6.2 in 2020 to 
7.1 in 2022, reaching a new high of 7.5 in 2023 (see 
figure 3). This shows an improvement in unity levels 
among teachers and students. However, again, these 
results were not further broken down according to 
the ten values mentioned earlier, which was done in 
2014 for the baseline (see figure 2).

With regards to the comparative Unity Index between 
primary and secondary school teachers and students, 
it is seen that secondary school teachers recorded 
the highest level of unity (8.28), followed by primary 
school teachers (8.24). Students at both levels of 
schooling performed significantly lower with 
secondary school students scoring a 6.96 out of 10 in 
unity, and the lowest being primary school students 
with a unity score of 6.56 (see figure 4). 
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2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2023

7.5
7.1

6.2
5.4

6.5
6.8

Teacher
SR

Teacher
SM

Pupil
SR

Pupil
SM

SR: Primary School
SM: Secondary School

6.96
6.56

8.28
8.24

The incongruence in data between figures 3 and 4, 
especially when the more detailed baseline data of 
2014 is taken into account, raises the question of 
whether or not the unity measurements for teachers 
are only measured among teachers, and similarly for 
students—thus, neglecting the measurement of 
teachers’ acceptance, respect and/or management 
of students’ diversity and vice versa. There is also 
the possibility that the teachers and students 
surveyed were largely from one ethnicity. If such is 
the case, it raises another question: had these 
figures been adjusted to properly reflect the fact? 
Without adjustment, the unity measurement would 
skew the Unity Index to show improvement that 
would not be reflected when the data is 
disaggregated. 
 
The inconsistencies in MOE’s findings on unity 
correspond to KRYSS Network’s research, where as 
high as 50.4% of the 391 students surveyed felt 
socially excluded and suffered from friendship 
issues, and 13.4% cited language or cultural barriers 
while another 6.4% cited economic or material 
differences.19 This suggests that, among students, 
the manifestation of feelings of being unsafe is 
largely rooted in the lack of acceptance of diversity.

There have also been concerns regarding the 
Rancangan Integrasi Murid Untuk Perpaduan, a 
programme under which students from mainly Malay 
primary schools and students from non-Malay primary 
schools participate in joint activities, with the aim of 
improving ethnic relations and developing national 
integration. Concerns expressed include implementation 
periods that are too short, and a lack of commitment 
in implementation, which therefore calls for such 
programmes to be run in a more targeted, effective 
way that is tailored to better develop a sense of unity 
and inclusivity within the education ecosystem.20

This inconsistency in implementation of best practices, 
along with the lack of frequency in implementation and 
time available to dedicate to such good initiatives, 
appears to be a common observance among both 
teachers and students. Both teachers and students 
have also expressed the need for the MOE’s initiatives 
to be completely student-centric in design, 
implementation and enforcement, and in the monitoring 
and evaluating of outcomes. For example, surveys for 
students should be designed to take into account 
differing comprehension capacities in different age 
groups, thus ensuring ease of understanding when 
elaborating on issues, challenges and other factors.



6.0 Policy Alternatives

The following policy alternatives are recommended 
to complement existing policies rather than replace 
them. They offer different approaches to address 
specific challenges within the education system, while 
still aligning with the broader Malaysian educational 
goals.

6.1 Improve Pre-Service and In-Service
Training, and Integrate Bias Training
Into Teacher Certification

Educators must be well trained with the necessary 
skills to address and provide adequate responses to 
the overwhelming issues of bullying, sexual 
harassment and sexual assault in Malaysian public 
schools. Educators must go through a pre-service and 
in-service training in order to produce educators who 
are always sensitive, caring and professional in 
curbing serious issues such as sexual crimes among 
students.21 These trainings (including in-service 
training) should be conducted outside of classroom 
hours and with dedicated time allowance for teachers 
to attend without being continuously burdened with 
teaching requirements and other work-related 
matters. All pre-service teachers must complete a 
forty-hour module on recognising personal biases 
and inclusive classroom practices. In-service 
teachers must complete eight hours annually. 
Training should include Malaysian case studies of 
discrimination, self-assessment tools, observed 
classroom practice assessments (not just written 
tests), and follow-up accountability. Considering that 
there have been instances where teachers dismissed 
students’ concerns or complaints, this training is 
meant to ensure that teachers put the well-being of 
victims and survivors first, by having the sensitivity 
and understanding required to act firmly to protect 
children in their learning environments. 

6.2 Establish Multi-Disciplinary Teams Within Schools

Teachers are already overwhelmed with many 
demands and do not necessarily have the skills, 
knowledge, experience or expertise to address all 
issues suffered by students that arise from bullying, 
sexual harassment and sexual assault. This includes 
teachers’ own inability to check their biases and 
prejudices, which can result in harsh judgments that 
perpetuate a variety of harms towards students. 
Teachers need a team of professionals and/or a 
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• Peer mediation programmes which, guided by 
the UNCRC’s emphasis on child participation 
and empowerment, can equip students with 
conflict-resolution skills, enabling them to 
address instances of discrimination or bullying 
effectively. By training students in conflict 
resolution and peer mediation, schools can 
create a more positive and inclusive school 
climate where conflicts are addressed 
constructively and respectfully.

• Fostering interfaith dialogue and understanding 
within Malaysian schools.

Public Ombudsman to support them in addressing 
some of the more severe issues of bullying, sexual 
harassment and sexual assault. 

6.3 Raise Awareness and Reinforce
Gender Sensitivity Training

Raising awareness about gender stereotypes, 
promoting gender-inclusive language, and 
challenging discriminatory attitudes and behaviours, 
all need to be ongoing processes with regular 
sensitivity training.22 One-off training programmes will 
not change harmful and discriminatory behaviours 
and attitudes. Gender-sensitive consciousness will 
only come about effectively if there is change in the 
culture and practices within the school.

6.4 Empower Students

Students should be encouraged to become active 
proponents of inclusivity. This is crucial for creating a 
respectful and equitable learning environment. 
Encouraging the formation of student-led diversity 
and inclusion clubs, as envisioned in Article 15 of the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC), can provide a platform for students to 
celebrate diversity, challenge prejudice, and foster a 
sense of belonging.23 These clubs can organise events, 
conduct workshops, and initiate dialogues that 
promote understanding and respect among students 
from diverse backgrounds. Students should also be 
empowered to conduct policy dialogues with school 
authorities on ensuring safe and inclusive learning 
environments. Roles could include providing feedback 
on the effectiveness of complaint mechanisms in 
schools, and on policies—such as whether they work or 
do not work, whether they are implemented well and 
consistently, etc. Key initiatives that should be 
supported include:



7.0 Policy Recommendations

The following policy recommendations have been 
curated from the perspectives and lived experiences 
of students and teachers who participated in the 
research by KRYSS Network, thereby giving weight 
to the importance of meeting the needs of both 
groups of individuals.25

7.1 Establish Clear, Non-Arbitrary
Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs)

Responses from teachers indicate a lack of awareness 
among teachers on the MOE’s guidelines and directives 
(e.g., demonstrated by their acts of following their 
students and posting pictures of them on social media 
without written consent from the student concerned 
or their parents). Especially in the era of social media, 
some teachers can be seen creating online content 
with their students, gaining hundreds of thousands of 
views and engagement. This can expose students to 
numerous risks, such as online predators. There is also 
a need to review the guidelines on discipline, and the 
MOE has to set clear SOPs to handle cases in schools 
that create an unsafe school environment. The SOPs 
should be considered a living Code of Ethics, regularly 
reviewed and accompanied with step-by-step actions 
for implementation and enforcement. The SOPs have 
to be detailed and well-communicated to all teachers 
and school staff, and not just released via a surat 
pekeliling without proper monitoring of its execution. 
Educators and education service officers, including 
administrative authorities (i.e., Ketua Bidang and 
above), should undergo certification for their 
comprehension of the SOPs and be bound for vicarious 

liability if violations are not promptly and fully 
reported.

7.2 Make Background Checks Mandatory

There were some cases mentioned by students, as 
well as others that can be seen online, where 
teachers and school staff were outright racist, 
judgmental and—in worst-case scenarios—had 
behavioural tendencies towards children and criminal 
cases in their records.26 This calls for a requirement 
for detailed background checks on teachers, sports 
coaches, volunteers, teaching assistants, guards, 
canteen workers and others during the hiring process, 
as suggested by former Education Minister, Maszlee 
Malik.27

7.3 Decentralise Power and Decision-Making
Within Local Multistakeholder
and Multi-Disciplinary Teams

The rationale behind decentralising power is that 
local stakeholders and schools understand the needs 
of local communities and students better, which 
makes them better at deciding how to allocate 
budget and resources to best benefit their students. 
Decentralisation of power involves student-centric 
approaches and substantive student involvement (as 
elaborated in section 3.1), along with transferring 
decision-making power to the district and school 
levels, a practice that has been done by other 
countries such as the United Kingdom, Sweden, the 
Netherlands, Finland, Canada and Australia.28
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In the context of Malaysia, the transfer of power can 
be done gradually, where training should be provided 
to school heads as they are already in charge of 
school management, and can thereby ensure the 
connection between teachers, parents and higher 
levels of the education system. This training is to 
ensure that the school heads are well-adapted to 
shoulder their expanded responsibilities with clear 
vision, framework and mechanisms in place. In order 
to ensure that this power is not abused and that 
transparency, integrity and accountability can be 
upheld, the best-practice approach of having a 
multi-disciplinary and multistakeholder team would 
be critical as a decision-making mechanism. This 
decentralisation of power, however, does not mean a 
reinforcement of power hierarchies. Its effective 
implementation hinges on the following critical 
questions:

True collaboration should be shared power, not merely 
a consultation or the provision of information, and 
those identified as stakeholders must have students’ 
best interests at heart. A student-centred 
collaborative approach should be adopted in 
identifying stakeholders whom students trust to 
advocate for their rights. Students should be able to 
choose who sits at the table with them for cases of 
bullying, sexual harassment and sexual assault. These 
could be parents, but could also be counsellors, social 
workers, civil society organisational representatives, 
older siblings or community members. For criminal 
cases, the inclusion of legally-trained professionals 
should be mandatory, but the choice of who sits at the 
table should remain with the student. The necessary 
time should be provided to the affected student(s) to 
speak with the different stakeholders and feel 
comfortable with them. For general school 
governance (e.g., budgets, Persatuan Ibubapa dan 
Guru programme, etc.), parents can and should 
participate. Accountability must be upheld if students’ 
input is ignored, and students, in particular, should 

have veto power over decisions that can affect them 
negatively or add more harm.

7.4 Ensure Transparency in MOE Study Findings
and Reporting of Bullying, Sexual Harassment
and Sexual Assault

Too often, schools are accused of trying to cover up 
the issues and problems that arise.29 Making study 
findings and reports public will help to increase public 
trust in both the MOE and the schools concerned. 
Such transparency will help lay the foundation for 
conversations and encourage the political will to 
address the issues effectively. Studies by the MOE, 
however, have to adopt a rigorous research 
methodology and be clearly articulated in the report, 
so that they can be interrogated by external parties. 
Research findings should be audited by independent 
third-party experts (following the example of 
organisations and programmes like the OECD and 
PISA). The MOE could also allow for international 
agencies to conduct their studies, similar to what was 
done for the United Nations Development 
Programme’s SDG16 Survey Initiative, the Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Surveys by the United Nations 
Children’s Fund, the OECD PISA Global Competence 
Framework, etc.

7.5 Adopt Student-Centric
Pedagogical Approaches

Drawing from international examples, best-practice 
pedagogical approaches should promote students’ 
positive self-image and belief in themselves, as well 
as individualised (yet guided) learning achievements. 
This will mean optimising existing resources and 
conducting audits to ensure that school budgets are 
expended based on students’ needs (see also section 
3.1).

7.6 Mandatory Reporting of Misconduct,
and Independent, Wide-Ranging
Whistleblower Protection

The harassment of whistleblowers is a harsh reality in 
the public education sector. The threats against Ain 
Husniza, the three Sabahan teenagers that became 
High Court plaintiffs and MOE whistleblower teacher 
Nurhaizah Ejab, are just a few examples.30 Students, 
teachers and parents who report educator 
misconduct must be heard, accepted, and also 
provided critical physical protection and 
mental-emotional support by qualified independent 
external parties, not the MOE.31

14

• When parents are “called to school” to discuss 
student issues, who sets the agenda? Are parents 
genuinely partners, or are they summoned 
subordinates?

• Do students have actual decision-making power 
on “Safe School Teams”, or are they token 
representatives?

• When schools involve parents in cyberbullying 
cases, whose perspective dominates?



Disturbingly, the current MOE whistleblower 
protection policy excludes all disciplinary, civil 
and/or criminal witnesses from applying for 
whistleblower protection. This creates an 
unreasonable catch-22 situation where school-based 
witnesses are forced to choose: to testify in any 
proceeding brought by survivors, or to maintain their 
whistleblower protection. Without whistleblowers 
feeling safe to even report cases, it will be impossible 
to determine the true reality on the ground. 
Therefore, the MOE needs to make it mandatory for 
misconduct and disciplinary incidents (whether 
perpetrated by a teacher or another student) to be 
reported not only to the school and MOE, but also to 
the parents with an enforceable deadline. Any 
disciplinary action taken by an educator or education 
service officer must be reported to parents.

7.7 Mainstream and Standardise
Best Practices in All Schools

Both teachers and students have shared that some of 
the best practices they have identified were 
teacher-initiated. In fact, most best practices 
depended on exceptional individual teachers rather 
than systemic policy—examples from KRYSS 
Network’s research were numerous, including an 
Orang Asli school teacher who developed diversified 
pedagogical approaches, a coach who addressed 
exclusion, and a headmaster who reminded teaching 
staff about consent. While these are laudable, 
personality-driven initiatives only mean that ensuring 
safer and inclusive schools will depend a lot on the 
educators and education service officers to whom 
students have access. Personality-driven initiatives 
are not sustainable as exceptional teachers can 
leave, transfer or burn out. The celebration of the 
“teacher hero” can also mask systemic failures within 
public schools, allowing the MOE to avoid addressing 
why best practices (despite being known) are yet to 
be standardised effectively. There must be 
institutional support so that all educators and 
education service officers can innovate towards 
ensuring safer and more inclusive learning 
environments.

All students should have equal right to safe and 
inclusive learning environments. Therefore, the 
extent to which students get to enjoy safer and more 
inclusive learning environments should not be 
personality-driven, but quality-driven, and hence 
should be ensured by the MOE. This means that the 
appreciation of socioeconomic and universal human 
rights should not only be encouraged, but be made 
integral to the education syllabus. This also leads to 
the issue of funding for public schools. The MOE 

should conduct a mandatory resource audit to 
determine the following:

7.8 Establish an Enforcement-Capable
Public Ombudsman in Schools

When the perpetrator is a public servant, the paths to 
safety and justice can be significantly altered. Severe 
cases of misconduct by educators and/or school 
authorities can include cover-ups, inaction on 
credible reports of misconduct, fabrication of key 
evidence, harassment of witnesses and more. Several 
cases have been documented by the Tiada.Guru 
Campaign highlighting the severity of these issues 
that reek of non-accountability, along with the lack of 
transparency towards the Malaysian public.34 In such 
cases, it is therefore necessary for an independent 
investigative and enforcement body to intervene. 

A Public Ombudsman can provide independent 
whistleblower protection, investigate cases of 
misconduct either by report or by its own initiative, 
and take disciplinary, punitive, restorative or even 
legal action against officers. Most importantly, to 
avoid real or perceived conflict of interest, the Public 
Ombudsman must disallow former public servants, 
politicians and their family members as officers. 
Instead, it must be staffed by counsellors, child rights 
legal experts, social case workers and vetted 
community members. Its top officers should not be 
appointed by executive authority, such as the Prime 
Minister, but instead be elected by the people 
directly. To further firewall from executive 
interference, the Ombudsman’s budget ought to be a 
direct percentage of the annual national budget. This 
will ensure that larger governments, which require 
commensurately wider and deeper oversight, would 
provide the Ombudsman sufficient resources to meet 
said requirements.
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• What is the minimum staffing ratio needed for 
safe and inclusive education?

• What does comprehensive teacher training 
cost, considering the gaps in capabilities and 
attitudes identified by both teachers and 
students?

• What infrastructure investments are needed to 
address the accessibility issues identified by 
both students and teachers?

• How much would it cost to implement all best 
practices systemically and ensure that their 
effectiveness is measured by students’ safety 
and inclusivity outcomes?



The proposed Public Ombudsman should contain a 
national unit for cases involving children and/or 
schools. This will allow each school to be directly 
monitored by stationed Ombudsman officers. Public 
Ombudsman officers at schools should not be school 
principals, educators, education service officers or 
other officials from the MOE, as Ombudsman officers 
should be a primary contact for severe cases of 
educator misconduct. They can also serve as an 
independent ally to assist students in reporting 
alleged crimes directly to the police and/or the 
MACC, without improper and illegal intervention by 
MOE officers. 

The Public Ombudsman has the key benefit of being 
able to facilitate investigations (into misconduct or 
legal matters) to be conducted by independent 
experts, instead of the responsibility falling to 
educators whose core business is teaching.25 The 
Public Ombudsman must be a Constitutional body 
outside the Executive Branch of the government, 
instead of within it. It should have transparent, 
regular reports of its actions, be subjected to strict 

deadlines to conclude investigations (to ensure 
severe cases do not languish), be able to enforce 
decisions on actions to be taken resulting from 
investigations, and be audited by a body outside of 
the government.

8.0 Conclusion

The suggested policy alternatives and policy 
recommendations reflect the voices of both students 
and teachers, sharing a vision of what safe and 
inclusive learning environments should look like in 
Malaysian public schools. While recognising the good 
initiatives of the MOE, it is also important to 
acknowledge the gaps observed in implementation 
and enforcement, along with the resulting harmful 
outcomes of prejudices, biases, discrimination and 
stigmatisation. With these policy alternatives and 
policy recommendations in place, schools will truly be 
a safe place for students of all backgrounds to learn, 
thrive and reach their full potential.

35 ”Parliament Must Establish an Ombudsman for Schools,” Tiada.Guru, November 12, 2025,
https://tiada.guru/updates/parliament-must-establish-an-ombudsman-for-schools-external-and-independent-enforcement-emancipation-from-moe;
“The Public Ombudsman, a Summary: Make Justice the Default,” Tiada.Guru, May 31, 2023,
https://tiada.guru/updates/fixing-the-public-ombudsman-summary-make-justice-the-default. See arguments for an independent Public Ombudsman.
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